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Point of View 

War Policy Continued By Kennedy's Death 


By MARY McGRORY , 

. Special to The Bulletin 

l 

Washington— Now that it will 
not make a difference, we are 
told that President Kennedy in- 
tended to withdraw all Ameri- 
can troops from Vietnam in 
1965, after he was safely re- 
elected. 

Kenneth P. O’Donnell, the 
President’s White House aide 
and now a candidate for gov- 
ernor of Massachusetts, writing 
in this week’s Life magazine, 
reveals that Kennedy, under the 
influence of Gen. Douglas Mac- 
Arthur and the Senate majority 
leader, Mike Mansfield, had de- 
termined to wind up the war, 
in the face of rightwing opposi- 
tion, in the first year of his 
second term. 

O’Donnell’s revelations may 
start a new debate about the 
true mind of John Kennedy, but 
they seem unlikely to help end 
the war. During the 196JJ cam- 
paign, there was considerable 
speculation as to whether Ken- 
nedy would have persevered 
: in an unpopular war that pro- 
’ duced such high casualties, such 
bitter divisions and the enmity 

• of the youth that idolized him. 

• O'Donnell says Kennedy, at 
1 the time of his death, had come 

to see the hopelessness of the 
l policy he unquestioningly ac- 
l cepted from President Eisen- 
hower. 

MacArthur's Warning 

1 It was Gen. MacArthur, sur- 
prisingly, who "stunned” the 
President in 1961, after the Bay 
1 of Pigs, with his warning about 
j the folly of trying to match 
1 Asian manpower and the absur- 


dity of the Domino Theory (that 
the fall of one country leads to 
the fall of the next) “in a nu- 
clear age.” ** 

MacArthur sounds like a Sen- 
ate dove of today irt a conver- 
sation that Kennedy reported 
to O’Donnell after a White 
House luncheon. 

"The general implored the 
President to avoid a U.S. mili- 
tary buildup in Vietnam, or 
any other part of .the Asian 
mainland . . . (he) went on to 
point out that there were do- 
mestic problems — Ihe urban 
crisis, the ghettos, the economy 
—that should have far more 
priority than Vietnam.” 

President Kennedy, who at 
the time was caught up in the 
“counter-insurgency” mania 
which had swept the New 
Frontier, was subsequently, 
“startled by the. passionate ob- 
jections .erf Mansfield. But he 
told Mansfield privately, after 
a White House leadership meet- 
ing, that he agreed with him 
“on the need for a complete 
withdrawal from Vietnam.” 

Confides Timing' 

"But I can’t do it until 1965,” 
he told Mansfield; “After I’m 

rpAlArtprl ** 

And he told O’Donnell: “In 
1965, I’ll be damned every- 
where as a Communist appeas- 
er. But I don’t care. If I. tried 
to pull out completely now, we 
would have another Joe Mc- 
Carthy Red scare on our 
hands.” 

[Sen. Joseph R. McCarthy 
(R-Wis) was chairman, of the, 
Senate’s Permanent Investigat-' 
ors Subcommittee hunting Com- 


munists in the Truman and Eis- 
enhower administrations.] 

The tragedy, it would appear, 
is that Kennedy kept his true 
mind a secret from his senior 
advisers. When, after his as- 
sassination, the shattered group 
gathered to advise Lyndon John- 
son, they unanimously advised 
him to continue the Kennedy 
policy, which apparently, they 
thought was to press on in 
Vietnam. 

Kennedy, in a broadcast Sept. 
2, 1963, gave a hint of disengage- 
ment. He said of the Vietnam- 
ese, “In the final analysis, it is 
their war, they have to win or 
lose it.” Forty-seven Americans 
had then been killed. 

Captive of Saigon 

But Kennedy, like the two 
Presidents who have followed 
him, was a captive of the Saigon 
government, which was then in 
the hands of the Diem brothers. 
A week later, presumably after 
an outcry from them, he revert- 
ed to the- hard line.* He said, he 
believed in the domino theory. 

“What I am concerned about,” 
he said, and two Presidents have 
since said basically the same 
thing, “is that Americans will 
get impatient and say because 
they don’t like events in South- 
east Asia or they don’t like the 
government in Saigon that we 
should withdraw. That only 
makes it easy for the Commu- 
nists. I think we should stay.” 

Kennedy feared the wrath of 
the right, although he was ap- 
parently prepared to brave it in 
^time. His two successors have 


both continued the war on the 
theory that the conservatives 
would not tolerate anything less 
than a face-saving conclusion. 

President Johnson used to 
tell doves they should be grate- 
ful to him for holding back the 
Hawks. President Nixon tells 
callers he is saving the liberals 
from the hard-hats. 

Right-Wing Feared 

The villain of the piece is Joe 
McCarthy. Three Presidents, 
who were on the scene while 
he was laying waste to the liber- 
al establishment and independ- 
ent thought in government, pre- 
ferred war and the risk of . poli- 
tical oblivion to a right-wing 
fury. 

It is idle to wonder what life 
would be like now if only Ken- 
nedy had prevailed upon Mac- 
Arthur, the martyred hero jof 
the militarists, to tell the coun- 
try of his detestation of the Viet- 
nam war. 

Three Presidents sought fur- 
iously the ideal ambassador to 
South Vietnam. Their time 
would have been better spent 
finding the envoy to the right 
wing of their own country. ’ 

Mr. Nixon seems unlikely to 
be moved by this voice from the 
grave. He is carrying on the 
war, apparently for the same 
reasons that kept President 
Kennedy from stopping it. And 
if the appeasement of the right 
is the dominating political con- 
sideration, it is well to remem- 
ber that Mr. Nixon is closer to 
the right and expects more from 
it. 


